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Key Components in Effective Emergency 

Shelters that End Homelessness



The National Alliance to End Homelessness is 

the leading national voice on the issue of 

homelessness. The Alliance analyzes policy 

and develops pragmatic, effective policy 

solutions. The Alliance works collaboratively 

with the public, private, and nonprofit sectors to 

build state and local capacity, leading to 

stronger programs and policies that help 

communities achieve their goal of ending 

homelessness. The Alliance provides data and 

research to policymakers and elected officials 

in order to inform policy debates and educate 

the public and opinion leaders nationwide.

Working with a strong network of innovators, 

the National Alliance to End Homelessness 

identifies and evaluates hundreds of policy 

and program strategies and their impact on 

homelessness. The Allianceôs Center for 

Capacity Building helps communities 

replicate and customize the best of those 

strategies. The Center focuses on strategies 

that are cost effective, data driven, and can 

be implemented at a scale that can 

significantly reduce homelessness.



Todayôs Training

ÅProvide a basic framework for the immediate 
response to a communityôs homelessness crisis

ïUnderstand how the system components fit together 
and interact:
ÅEntry to the homelessness system

ïCoordinated entry

ïDiversion

ïPrioritization 

ÅEmergency Shelter/Crisis Beds

ÅHousing Interventions

ÅThe key components of an effective emergency 
shelter within this crisis response framework



ÅHow should you design your systemôs 

immediate response to a housing crisis?

ÅWhat is the role of shelter and how do we 

connect shelters to the system in a 

meaningful way?

ÅWhat are the key components of an 

effective shelter in this system?

Key Questions



MAKING THE

PHILOSOPHICAL SHIFT

Philosophical Shift

Practice Shift

Operations Shift



Key Components of Emergency Shelters 

in an Effective Crisis Response System

VHousing First approach

VImmediate and easy access

VHousing-focused services

VRapid exits to permanent housing

VMeasure outcomes to improve 

performance



Role of Emergency Shelter in 

Crisis Response System



Why is this useful?

ÅShelter plays an important role in your 

systemôs response to homelessness

ÅThe effectiveness of emergency shelter 

greatly impacts your systemôs 

performance

ïAverage length of homelessness

ïExits to permanent housing

ïReturns to homelessness



ÅThe majority of people who become homeless 

have relatively short stays in the homeless 

system and rarely come back to it. 

(ñtransitionally homelessò)

ÅFamilies with long stays are no more likely than 

families with short stays to have intensive behavioral 

health treatment histories, to be disabled, or to be 

unemployed.

Dennis Culhane, Testing a Typology of Family Homelessness Based on Patterns of Public Shelter Utilization in Four U.S. Jurisdictions: 

Implications for Policy and Program Planning, 2007 

What Do We Know About Shelter 
Stays?



What Do We Know About Shelter 

Stays?

The results suggest that policy and 

program factors, rather than family 

characteristics, are responsible for long 

shelter stays

Dennis Culhane, Testing a Typology of Family Homelessness Based on Patterns of Public Shelter Utilization in Four U.S. Jurisdictions: 

Implications for Policy and Program Planning, 2007 



ÅSignificant portion of people self-resolve or 

seek help from another system

ÅMost people can exit homelessness with a 

light touch of services and assistance to 

exit homelessness for good (RRH)

ÅMinority of people need more intensive 

services and long-term housing supports 

(PSH)

What Do We Know About Shelter 

Stays?





Activity

Complete the following sentences:

ÅI believe that the role of emergency shelter 

in a crisis response system is toé

ÅWhen someone enters shelter, the goal is 

to assist them toé



Homelessness in Georgia
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Georgia State-Wide HIC
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Homelessness in Georgia
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Homelessness in Georgia
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National Data



Length of Stay in Emergency 

Shelter
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Crisis Response System



Crisis Response SystemCrisis Response System

JAILS, HOSPITALS, OTHERSTREET

COORDINATED ENTRY:
PRIORITIZATION, ASSESSMENT, AND PROGRAM REFERRAL

DOES HOUSEHOLD NEED A SHELTER BED?

YES

NO

ENTRY TO EMERGENCY SHELTER

HOMELESS
ONE OR MORE

TIMES

NO NO CAN HOUSEHOLD
SELF-RESOLVE
IN 7-14 DAYS?

CHRONICALLY
HOMELESS?

YES

PERMANENT
SUPPORTIVE

HOUSING

RAPID
RE-HOUSINGDIVERSION

OUTREACH

CAN HOUSEHOLD
BE DIVERTED TO SAFE
AND APPROPRIATE

HOUSING?



Key Elements of an Effective Crisis Response 

System that Ends Homelessness

An effective Crisis Response System 

provides immediate and easy access to 

safe and decent shelter to anyone that 

needs it and aims to re-house people as 

quickly as possible.



Low-barrier shelter is a 
cornerstone of a 

functional crisis response 
system.



Key Elements of an Effective Crisis Response 

System that Ends Homelessness

1. Access and Prioritization 

2. Crisis and Interim Housing

3. Assistance to Return to Housing



Key Elements of an Effective Crisis Response 

System that Ends Homelessness

Access and Prioritization 

Å Outreach 

Å Coordinated Entry 

Å Diversion 

Crisis and Interim Housing

Å Immediate and easily accessible and available for

anyone

Assistance to Return to Housing

Å RRH

Å PSH

Å Mainstream public housing



Key Elements of an Effective Crisis Response 

System that Ends Homelessness

ÅThe community provides low-barrier shelter 
immediately to any person experiencing 
unsheltered homelessness who wants it

ÅSome form of shelter (ES, TH, other temporary 
setting) is offered immediately (i.e., same day)

ÅThe community ensures shelter is not contingent 
on sobriety, minimum income requirements, 
criminal records, or other unnecessary conditions



Coordinated Entry

Diversion

Crisis 

Resolution

Prioritization

People With Housing Crisis 

Seeking Shelter

Crisis Bed

Permanent 

Housing



Activity
Table Discussion

5 minutes each questions

How do people access shelter?

What is used to determine who will enter shelter?
What do you do when shelter is full? 



Crisis Response System
The Role of Homelessness Diversion



Homelessness Diversion

ÅDiversion prevents homelessness for people seeking 

shelter by helping them identify immediate alternate 

housing arrangements and, if necessary, connecting 

them with services and financial assistance to help 

them retain or return to housing.

ÅDiversion is NOT a separate ñprogramò but rather part 

of the entire system ïproblem solving and solution 

focused

ÅDiversion should always be safe and appropriate for 

the client.



Diversion and Prevention

Housing Situation Intervention Services Provided

At imminent risk of 

losing housing

Prevention ÅHousing search

ÅRental Subsidy

ÅFinancial 

assistance

ÅCase 

management

ÅMediation

ÅConnection to 

mainstream 

Resources 

Requesting shelter Diversion

In shelter Rapid Re-Housing



Community Consumer Survey
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Keys to Successful Diversion

VCoordinated entry process and shelter front door

VResourceful staff trained in mediation

VStrength based and problem solving

VRecognizes client choice and safety

VLinkages to mainstream services and natural 

supports

VFlexible dollars



The Four Côs of Diversion

1. Commitment
ïMainstream and homeless service providers must believe 

households are better served outside of homelessness 
system

2. Conversation
ïDiversion works best as a conversation, rather than 

checking off a list of questions

3. Creativity
ïHelp clients think of creative solutions and explore every 

option

4. Continuous
ïDiversion conversation may happen multiple times, not a 

one time service



Community Examples

Southeastern Connecticut

ÅReduced shelter beds 

from 83 to 53

Å In 2015 diverted 79% of 

families 

ÅAverage cost is $1,649

Montgomery County, PA

Å85% of cases handed in 
under an hour

Å In 2015 diverted 64% of 
clients 

ÅAverage cost is $1,325

ÅWhere did they go?
ï35% stayed doubled up

ï15% stayed in their 
housing

ï12% moved to their own 
housing



Assessment and Prioritization



Assessment and Prioritization

ÅPhase the assessment process

ÅPrevention and diversion (20-30%+)

ÅChronic homeless eligibility

ÅHousing barriers

ÅVulnerability 

ÅVI-SPDAT score

ÅPrioritize people who are most vulnerable or 

have the most severe service needs 

ÅDo not serve people on a first-come basis



Housing crisis resolution

Rapid re-housing

Permanent Supportive 

housing

Market rate housing

Voucher
CRISIS RESPONSE SYSTEM



Key Component

Housing First 

Approach: 

A Philosophical Shift 



Activity

Are We a Housing First Community?

1. Complete the survey (adapted from USICH tool)

2. Find others from your community.  Take 5 

minutes to talk about your 

similarities/differences.

3. Next, identify two things that are a 

challenge to becoming a ñhousing firstò 

community.



Philosophy Shift      Housing First 

Principles
ÅHomelessness is foremost a housing problem 

ÅEveryone is ready for housing now if they 

choose

ÅPermanent housing is a right to which all are 

entitled

ÅPeople should be returned to or stabilized in 

permanent housing as quickly as possible and 

connected to resources necessary to sustain 

that housing

National Alliance to End Homelessness



Philosophy Shift      Housing First 

Principles

Issues that may have contributed to a 

householdôs homelessness can best be 

addressed once they are 

permanently housed

National Alliance to End Homelessness



Philosophy Shift      Housing First 

Principles

ÅFor most people experiencing 

homelessness, intensive services are 

not necessary. 

ÅVast majority of homeless individuals 

and families fall into homelessness 

one time after a housing or other 

crisis.

National Alliance to End Homelessness



Housing First Components of 

Shelters

ÅFew to no programmatic prerequisites to 

permanent housing entry 

ÅLow-barrier admission policies 

ÅRapid and streamlined entry into permanent 

housing  

ÅSupportive services are voluntary



Homelessness and Substance 

Abuse in Georgia

13,790

506,000

238,000

2015 PIT Dependant or abused
alcohol

Dependant or abused illicit
drugs

Homelessness and Substance Abuse in Georgia



Changing/Controlling Behavior? 

Or 

Promoting Safety?

Sobriety

ÅPeople that drink or use other substances 

are not a safety issue

ÅUnruly inebriation is a safety issue

ÅShelters are not (usually) designed to be 

drug and alcohol treatment centers



Changing/Controlling Behavior? 

Or 

Promoting Safety?

No weapons

ÅWeapons are a safety issue



Changing/Controlling behavior? 

Or Promoting Safety?

Belongings must be searched 
before entry
ÅItems such as weapons should be banned 

for safety reasons 

ÅLet people check in belongings into plastic 
totes without search instead of barring 
people for having certain things



Changing/Controlling behavior? 

Or Promoting Safety?

No entry with criminal history

ÅHaving a criminal history does not mean 

the person is a danger to others

ÅLeaves people with high barriers with 

nowhere to go



Changing/Controlling behavior? 

Or Promoting Safety?

Must participate in life skills 

classes

ÅNot necessary to find housing

ÅSlows down the housing search process



Housing First Components of 

Shelters

ÅFew to no programmatic prerequisites to 

permanent housing entry 

ÅLow-barrier admission policies 

ÅRapid and streamlined entry into permanent 

housing  

ÅSupportive services are voluntary



Activity: Create a Timeline to 

Housing

1. Read your household scenario

1. Show the path of this household from being 

identified as homeless today until they exit to 

permanent housing (outreach, assessment, 

documentation, participation requirements/classes, 

program referrals, case management)

2. Show amounts of time it takes to make it to each 

next step



Key Component

Immediate and Easy 

Access



Immediate and Easy Access:
Getting Into Shelter

ÅGetting Into Shelter

ÅShift in Practice

ÅShift in Operations

ÅExamples 



Coordinated Entry

Diversion

Crisis 

Resolution

Prioritization

People With Housing Crisis 

Seeking Shelter

Crisis Bed

Permanent 

Housing



Prioritize, Prioritize

ñThe classic sense of a ódeservingô and 

óundeservingô poor gets flipped on its headò
-Iain DeJong 

ÅThe MOST acute, highest needs people are your 

priority; NOT the most compliant, motivated, and 

ñhousing readyò people.

ÅFill your shelter with those that need it the most, 

not those that got their first.



Why do you think some people 
experiencing homelessness avoid 

shelter?



Why People Avoid Shelters

Too many people in 
general, as well as 

the "wrong types" of 
people
15%

Curfew, kicked out in 
the morning, rules 

and regulations
14%

Can't shelter with 
partner, or partner 
does not want to be 

in shelter
12%Did not know about 

shelter or could not 
get into shelter

10%

Experienced or heard 
of violence, afraid of 
violence or assault

9%

Had poor 
experiences 
with shelter 

staff
8%

Experienced theft or 
afraid of theft

8%

"Prefer the streets"
7%

"Don't like shelters"
6%

Pets not allowed 
in shelters

4%

Bed bugs, 
hygiene of 

others, afraid of 
illness

4%

Using drugs, 
PTSD, 

homophobia
3%



Low-barrier shelter 

is a cornerstone of a 

functional crisis response system that 
prevents and ends homelessness.

-USICH Federal Benchmarks and Criteria



Key Elements of an Effective Crisis Response 

System that Ends Homelessness

ÅThe community provides some form of low-barrier 
shelter immediately to any person experiencing 
unsheltered homelessness who wants it

ÅSome form of shelter is offered immediately (i.e., 
same day, available 24/7)

ÅShelter is not contingent on sobriety, minimum 
income requirements, criminal records, or other 
unnecessary conditions

-USICH Federal Benchmarks and Criteria



Immediate and Easy Access

Does NOT Mean:

ÅFirst come, first serve

ÅEveryone calling needs a shelter bed

ÅWaiting in line to get the next bed

ÅBuilding more shelter beds 



Are You Screening People In Or 

Screening People Out?

Low Barrier Means:
1. Prioritizing those with the MOST need and HIGHEST 

barriers

2. Serving households of any configuration including couples 

without children, persons identifying as LGBTQ, two parent 

households, families with teen boys

3. Serving people using substances and or with 

mental health challenges, regardless of 

treatment compliance

4. Serving people with criminal history



Low Barrier Does NOT Mean Requiring: 

ÅIncome at entry

ÅñEmployabilityò

ÅExhibiting a ñdesireò to change

ÅHaving a ñgoodò attitude

ÅBeing cooperative 

ÅSeeming ñmotivatedò

Are You Screening People In Or 

Screening People Out?



Emergency Shelter = Immediate 
response to a housing emergency

Immediate and Easy Access
Operational Shift

ÅShelter is available 24 hours/day, 7 days/week, 

365 days per year

ÅStaff available to allow entry as needed

ÅConnects directly to street outreach



ÅWhat does our space look like?

ïConfigure it to serve more populations

ïFlexible spaces to accommodate special 

household needs

ïPrivate and confidential space for meetings

ïSpace to store belongings

ïAccommodate pets if possible

Immediate and Easy Access
Operational Shift



Equal Access Rule

Answers these questions:

ÅWhat criteria can I use to determine who is eligible 
for shelter or housing programs?

ÅWhat are the requirements around same sex 
couples, unmarried couples, families with teenage 
boys, or transgender clients? 

ÅCan I ask people for an ID to verify 

their gender?

ÅHow do I handle complaints or 

discriminatory comments from 

shelter residents?



Equal Access Rule

What it requires:

VDetermine eligibility regardless of sexual 

orientation, gender identity, or marital status

V Must not discriminate against 

anyone because they do not 

conform to gender or sex 

stereotypes 

V Grant equal access consistent 

with a personôs gender identity



Equal Access Rule

What it requires:

VCannot discriminate against a group of people 
presenting as a family based on the composition, 
the age of members, disability, marital status, 
actual or perceived sexual orientation, or gender 
identity.

VMust not ask anyone to provide anatomical 
information or documentation (like an ID), 
physical, or medical evidence of gender identity

VTake non-discriminatory steps when necessary 
and appropriate to address privacy concerns 
raised by any residents or occupants



Equal Access Rule

One quick example:

ÅAn emergency shelter that serves 
households with children
ïCan limit assistance to households with children

ïCannot limit it only to women with children

ïMust serve single male head of household with 
minor children

ïMust serve  any household made up of two or 
more adults, regardless of sexual orientation, 
marital status, or gender identity, presenting with 
minor child(ren).



ÅStaff are:

ïTrained in conflict resolution

ïUsing motivational interviewing 

and strength based approaches

ïNot ñprogram monitorsò or ñhouse 

parentsò

ïNot using statements like, ñthey 

are not working the programò to 

exit people

Immediate and Easy Access

Operational Shift



Key Component

Housing-focused 

Services



L ǘŜƭƭ Ƴȅ ǎǘŀŦŦΣ ΨƛŦ 
ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ 
about housing, 
ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
wrong 
ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΦΩ

Deronda Metz, Salvation Army, Charlotte, NC



Community Consumer Surveys
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Housing-Focused Services
Practice Shift

Emergency Shelter serves as temporary, 

short-term crisis housing with crisis 

services to alleviate peopleôs immediate

housing crisis as a first step to being quickly 

and permanently re-housed



How Can I Help You?

How Can I Help You Get Housed?

-Iain De Jong, ñHow To Be An Awesome Shelterò



Housing Focused Services
Practice Shift

ÅFocus on permanent housing starts at the 

front door

ÅRequires a paradigm shift to believe that 

everyone is ñhousing ready,ò meaning they 

are ready to be housed immediately

ÅItôs all about housing, not about healing or 

fixing



Housing Focused Services
Practice Shift

ÅFocus on a ñhousing planò vs ñfamily planò or 
ñcase planò

ÅIdentify barriers to housing and identify 
resources to address barriers

ÅFocus every in-person meeting on a quick 
move to permanent housing

ÅCreate a clear ñhousing messageò throughout 
the shelter 

ÅReview and discuss the housing plan weekly          
at minimum



Housing Focused Services
Practice Shift

ÅShelters are not primarily meant to be 
employment programs, substance use 
recovery programs, or mental health 
services ïcan these services happen 
later?

ÅShelters are primarily there to resolve a 
housing crisis

ÅMandatory program participation does not 
result in better housing outcomes



Are We a Housing-Focused Shelter?

Questions to Ask

ÅWhat services are provided in the shelter, and 

what is the reason?

ÅAre all of the services focused on obtaining 

permanent housing?

ÅHow often do staff talk to clients about housing?

ÅWhen does the conversation about moving to 

permanent  housing begin? 



Housing-Focused Services

Operational Shift

Staff job descriptions:

ÅUnderstanding of housing first principles

ÅKnowledge of housing resources in the 

community

ÅUnderstanding of client centered/client driven 

planning



Housing-Focused Services

Operational Shift

All written materials reflect housing-focused 

practice:

ïMission statement: is it about permanent 

housing?

ïRe-writing policy and procedures 

ïClient handbook

ïVoluntary service participation

ïClear messaging to community and clients



Housing-Focused Services

Messaging



Housing-Focused Services

Messaging



ACTIVITY:?

At your Table

Create a housing focused message, theme, 

or practice for your shelter(s)

How can you get  your residents energized 

and focused on quickly moving to 

permanent housing?



Community Examples

Housing-Focused Services



The Salvation Army of Greater 

Charlotte Center of Hope
ÅShelter staff used to hold a meeting every Thursday to 

discuss shelter rules and expectations. Clients and 
staff would leave this meeting ñexhausted.ò 

ÅThe shelter director now meets with residents weekly 
to discuss:

ïThe national goal of ending homelessness 

ïWhat rapid re-housing is

ïHow to start looking for housing right away

ÅThis is an opportunity to inspire and empower clients 
to take ownership of their housing instead of telling 
them how to stay in shelter



Key Component

Rapid Exits to 

Housing



Rapid Exits to Housing

Practice Shift

What services do we need to increase 

rapid exits to permanent housing?

ÅRapid re-housing

ÅConnections to mainstream services

ÅDevelop community partnerships



Rapid Exits to Housing

Practice Shift

Re-frame your messaging:

ïShelter is not a destination, it is a step to 

get you housed

ïWe are going to re-house you RAPIDLY

ïYou can be housed



Rapid Exits to Housing

Practice Shift

What services or requirements are slowing 

down rapid exits to housing that we should 

eliminate or that can take place after housing is 

obtained?

ï Life skills, parenting classes, financial 

classes, job search classes

ï If the clients wants these services, how can 

they happen later?



Rapid Exits to Housing

Operational Shift

ÅStaffing:

ïHousing Navigation or Housing Search 

position

ÅBudget

ïRapid Re-housing



Community Examples

Rapid Exits to Permanent Housing



The Salvation Army of Greater 

Charlotte Center of Hope

ÅLength of stay in shelter went from 6 months 
to 39 days

ÅWhat they did:

ïRemoved barriers to entry

ïImplemented shelter diversion

ïChanged their communication with clients to 
focus on housing

ïInvested in rapid re-housing, reallocated 
$315,000 from transitional housing to rapid re-
housing



Activity: How Do We Increase Rapid 

Exits to Housing?

BRAINSTORM

ÅDevelop a list of ways that you 

decrease lengths of stay (from shelter 

entry) to exits permanent housing?



Key Component

Measuring Outcomes 

To Improve 

Performance



Using Data to Improve Shelter

Measure 
Performance

Report

EvaluateImprove

Set Goals



Using Data to Be Better

ÅDECREASE Length of stay

ÅINCREASE Exits to permanent housing

ÅDECREASE Returns to shelter



Average Length of Stay

ÅThis month there are three 

households in shelter

ÅOne has been there for 7 days, 

one has been there for 30 days, 

and one has been there for 60 

days

ÅAdd together the total number of 

days each households has been 

in shelter

ÅThen divide by the total number 

of households in shelter

7 30 60

7 30 60+ +

= 97

97/3 = 32.3

Shelter



Exits to Permanent Housing

ÅThis month there are three 

households exiting shelter

ÅOne exited back to 

homelessness, and two exited to 

permanent housing 

ÅAdd together the total number of 

households exiting to permanent 

housing

ÅThen divide by the total number 

of households exiting2/3 = 67%

= 2

+

Shelter



Connecticut Example
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Crossroads Rhode Island
ÅFocused on re-housing people who stayed in shelter 

the longest

ÅFrom 2013 ï2014:
ï26% increase in housing placements

ï20% decrease in length of stay in shelter

714

891

704 649
784

858

637

181 202 216
137 182 177 132

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Rhode Island Point-in-Time Count

Households without
Children

Households with
Children



Crossroads Rhode Island

What made the biggest impact?

ÅUsed to measure outputs: 
ïNumber of people served 

ïBed nights provided

Å Now measure impact: 

ïHow many people exit to 
permanent housing?

ïHow long do people stay in 
shelter

Å Staff evaluations now align with 
accomplishing these outcomes


